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Highlights
 Examine key drivers of social acceptance of mining in Australian regional areas
 Community members’ experiences of dialogue are integral in predicting relationship 
quality and procedural fairness
 Relationship quality and procedural fairness predicted trust which drove acceptance
 Indirect effect of dialogue on acceptance indicates the importance of engagement 
strategies in mining
Abstract 
Social licence to operate  has become an integral part of the discourse around social 
accountability for mining globally. Meaningful engagement between companies and 
communities has been proposed as a foundation for relationships that support a social licence. 
The links among these elements are investigated in the present research, which developed and 
tested a model exploring correlations between one such engagement mechanism, dialogue, and 
company-community relationships. It also considered other critical elements of social licence, 
including procedural fairness, trust, and social acceptance of mining. Survey participants 
(N=560) were Australians living close to mining or natural gas development across 11 non-
metropolitan regions in Australia. Path analyses showed that the more positive community 
members’ experiences of dialogue were, the stronger their relationships with company personnel 
and the more they perceived that the procedures used by the mining industry were fair. These 
factors, fairness and relationships, mediated the significant indirect effects that dialogue had in 
building trust in the mining industry, which, in turn, predicted increased acceptance of mining. 
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The findings support previous research in indicating that fairness, trust, and acceptance are 
critical elements in social acceptance. The findings provide an empirical link between these 
factors and the quality of dialogue and of company-community relationships. These results have 
implications for future research on social licence and the development of engagement strategies 
that seek to foster community and broader social acceptance. 
Keywords: dialogue, trust, relationships, procedural fairness, social acceptance, social licence to 
operate
1. Introduction 
Attaining and maintaining a social licence to operate (SLO) ranks third in a list of top ten 
industry challenges (Ernst & Young, 2015). The term ‘SLO’ suggests an analogy with regulatory 
or legal licences, but it is defined instead by the social or community support for natural resource 
developments – giving such support equal weighting with more enforceable regulatory 
counterparts (Cooney, 2017; Thomson & Joyce, 2008). SLO is, in this sense, a form of ‘soft’ 
regulation enforced through the beliefs and actions of stakeholders (Kuch, Ellem, Bahnisch, & 
Webb, 2013; Lacey, Parsons, & Moffat, 2012; The Ethical Funds Company, 2009). The concept 
has spread internationally beyond its origins in mining into natural resource management (NRM) 
contexts, being adopted by the wind industry (Hall, 2014b), oil and natural gas development 
(Lacey & Lamont, 2013; Richert, Rogers, & Burton, 2015), in aquaculture (Leith, Ogier, & 
Haward, 2014), forestry (de Jong & Humphreys, 2016), bioenergy (Edwards & Lacey, 2014), 
agriculture (Williams & Martin, 2011), and carbon-capture and storage (Dowd & James, 2014). 
Definitions vary, but many reflect the notion that SLO is a dynamic level of social acceptance by 
stakeholders, at multiple levels in society, which may decrease at any stage of the project 
depending on changes in perceptions and the relationships between a company and its external 
stakeholders (Franks, Cohen, McLellan, & Brereton, 2010; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; Moffat, 
Lacey, Zhang, & Leipold, 2015; Prno & Slocombe, 2012; Thomson & Boutilier, 2011). 
Various models and studies, theoretically and empirically based, have been developed to 
map or measure the development of a social licence (see, for example: International Council on 
Mining & Metals, 2015; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; Litmanen, Jartti, & Rantala, 2016; Moffat & 
Zhang, 2014; Moffat, Zhang, & Boughen, 2014; Ross, Fielding, & Louis, 2014; Thomson & 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
Boutilier, 2011). Many factors are important in driving SLO, with three factors emerging as 
particularly significant: trust in mining; fairness of procedures around mining; and social 
acceptance of mining. Given their prominence, these factors will form the focus of this study. 
Social acceptance of mining has been, in previous empirical research, the most 
commonly used indicative measure of ‘social licence’. Much of this research, when focusing on 
quantitative metrics of SLO, looks at factors that contribute to building social acceptance. This 
study adopts this tradition – using social acceptance of mining as a proxy for social licence. 
The need for more empirical studies of the dynamics of SLO, articulated by previous 
researchers, helped to motivate the current research. Prno (2013) and Hall, Lacey, Carr-Cornish, 
and Dowd (2015), for example, have argued that there remains a dearth of literature in 
examining empirically the factors that lead to the establishment of a social licence. Building on 
factors established by previous research, this study seeks to make a contribution to the social 
licence literature by exploring two factors that have enjoyed less empirical focus - but that gain 
frequent mentions as being important - in the social licence discourse: relationships and dialogue. 
The quality of company-community relationships is proposed as important to SLO in the 
academic and grey literature (Basu, Hicks, Krivokapic-Skoko, & Sherley, 2015; Prno, 2013). 
Hall et al. (2015, p. 301), for example, state: “For developers of projects with significant social 
and environmental impacts, SLO is relevant as it reflects the dynamic and changing quality and 
strength of the relationship and engagement between an industry and a community of 
stakeholders”. There is a gap in this body of literature, however, where relationships have had 
relatively little focus in large empirical studies (particularly survey research). 
Similarly, engagement is frequently cited to be of the utmost importance in building 
strong relationships. Dare, Schirmer, and Vanclay (2014, p. 188), for example, argue that, 
“Community engagement is critical to achieve a social licence to operate, but its capacity to 
influence social licence is not well understood.” One form of particularly meaningful 
engagement that is consistently mentioned in this context is dialogue. Again, however, no 
definitive, large-scale studies were found that empirically established the link between company-
community dialogue and social licence. 
This study aims to address these gaps in the literature – that is, the under-exploration of 
the role of dialogue and relationships in influencing social acceptance of mining – via a large-
scale, quantitative survey in the Australian mining context. A social psychological model of the 
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interrelationships between trust, fairness, social acceptance, dialogue, and relationships is 
developed in the context of communities associated with resource developments (e.g., mining or 
coal seam gas development) across 11 regional areas of Australia. The research thus specifically 
examines interactions and relationships between the mining industries and the communities with 
which they need to co-exist. The objective of this research is to understand how one engagement 
strategy – dialogue – influences the processes that drive social acceptance of mining to better 
inform future research and practice into social licence.  
2. Research Hypotheses and Methods
2.1 Hypothesis development
The literature reviewed included multiple disciplines relevant to social licence and to those 
factors that form the focus of this study - dialogue, relationships, procedural fairness, trust and 
social acceptance. Based on this review of theoretical and empirical sources, it is hypothesised 
that more positive experiences of dialogue will be positively linked with perceptions of fair 
procedures in the mining industry. Dialogue should also be positively correlated with positive 
perceptions of the relationships between those community members and the mining industry. 
Fairness and relationships would, in turn, be related to increased trust in the mining industry, 
which would then be linked positively to social acceptance of mining. 
Company-community dialogue
With the rise in prominence of SLO, there has been an associated increase in discourse across 
government, industry, and research that points to ‘constructive dialogue’ as part of ‘meaningful 
engagement’ that can build the foundation of SLO, particularly in contentious arenas (for 
example: Hall & Jeanneret, 2015; Hodge, 2014; International Council on Mining & Metals, 
2010; Kuch et al., 2013; Santos GLNG, 2012). How such dialogue plays out in practice in the 
natural resources context, or the extent to which it develops social licence, have rarely been 
examined empirically as an academic research topic. This study, then, seeks to explicitly explore 
how dialogue relates to other core factors driving social acceptance as a metric for SLO in the 
resources sector.
Some research has conceptualised and explored positive links between dialogue and trust 
(Kung, 2016; Yankelovich, 2001); dialogue and relationships (Kung, 2016; Pero, 2007; Prno, 
2013) (Kung, 2016; Pero, 2007; Prno, 2013); and between dialogue and fairness (Maoz, 2001). 
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This research has, however, been primarily small-scale, qualitative and case-study based, and it 
primarily has been in contexts outside SLO related to natural resources management. This small 
body of work does enable hypothesising that the nature of community members’ experiences of 
dialogue will influence their perceptions of fairness, relationships, and trust. 
Procedural fairness
How people engage is facilitated by perceptions of what is just or fair (Tyler, 2000). A positive 
relationship has been shown in research between perceptions of procedural fairness and 
acceptance in contexts such as mining, CSG development, water recycling, nuclear power, and 
sustainable energy technology (Besley, 2010; Huijts, Molin, & Steg, 2012; Moffat & Zhang, 
2014; Moffat et al., 2014; Ross et al., 2014) In many of these studies, where survey research was 
employed, the impact of perceptions of fairness on acceptance was mediated by trust. Fairness 
has also previously been found to correlate with acceptance (Zhang et al., 2015). It is thus 
hypothesised that this study will support these findings where perceptions of procedural fairness 
will positively correlate with acceptance directly as well as through trust.
Tyler (2000) identified that an opportunity to have a ‘voice’ in decision-making processes 
is a central factor that people consider in evaluating the fairness of procedures. Social justice 
literature suggests that one such mechanism through which people can make their voices heard is 
dialogue, which has been portrayed as leading to development of perceptions of fairness (Maoz, 
2001). This correlation has not been firmly established in the context of SLO, however. The 
present research draws on these studies to hypothesise that dialogue will correlate positively with 
perceptions of procedural fairness.
Strong company-community relationships
Hon and Grunig (1999) argue that effective organisations achieve their goals because they have 
developed positive, long-term relationships with their stakeholders. Company-community 
relationships have thus increasingly become the focus of community relations and community 
engagement efforts from a company standpoint in the mining industry (Harvey & Brereton, 
2005; Kemp, 2010). 
Pero (2007), in the context of NRM, found that frequent face-to-face communication is 
central to the building of positive interpersonal relationships. Similarly, Kung (2016) found, 
from the perspective of environmental managers in government and industry, that dialogue and 
communication were “critical to encouraging constructive stakeholder relationships” (p. 113). 
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One study in the context of SLO found that stakeholder engagement practitioners see dialogue as 
one mechanism that builds relationships at the company-community interface (Mercer-
Mapstone, Rifkin, Louis, & Moffat, 2017). These studies do not explore the perspectives of 
community members, however, particularly in mining. To address this gap, this study draws on 
the literature on company-community relationships to hypothesise that community members’ 
experiences of dialogue will be positively linked to their perceptions of their relationships with 
company personnel.
Trust and social acceptance
In Australia and internationally, research points to trust between a company and its stakeholders 
being at the heart of the social licence process (Gillespie, Bond, Downs, & Staggs, 2016; Moffat 
& Zhang, 2014; Moffat et al., 2014; Thomson & Boutilier, 2011; Warhurst, 2001; Williams & 
Walton, 2013; Zhang & Moffat, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015). That trust acts as a driver of social 
acceptance has been established in many contexts, including carbon capture and storage, wind 
farms, onshore and offshore mining, coal seam gas development, gene technologies, food 
technologies, nuclear power, and recycled water (e.g., Eiser, Miles, & Frewer, 2002; Greenberg, 
2014; Hall, Ashworth, & Devine-Wright, 2013; Mason, Paxton, Parsons, Parr, & Moffat, 2014; 
Moffat & Zhang, 2014; Ross et al., 2014; Siegrist, 2000). On this basis, it is expected that the 
current research will support a hypothesis that trust in the mining industry will positively 
influence the social acceptance of mining.
An integration of existing insights from the academic literature on company-community 
dialogue, procedural fairness, company-community relationships, and trust and social acceptance 
leads to a novel, quantitative exploration of the links between community members’ experiences 
of dialogue and factors that influence the acceptance of mining developments in Australia. Thus, 
this study presents an opportunity to gain insight into whether and how an engagement strategy 
can influence the development of a social licence. 
2.2 Survey design and sample
The present research was conducted as part of a broader investigation. Details of the full survey, 
of which these elements formed a part, are available from the corresponding author, with 
publication of these additional survey results to follow. The resource context of this study is 
‘Mining’, which for current purposes is defined as including oil and gas extraction (i.e. coal seam 
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gas and crude oil), non-metallic mineral mining and quarrying, metal ore mining, coal mining, 
exploration, and other mining support services operating on the landscape (i.e. mineral 
exploration). This definition is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics and Australian and 
New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006).
An online survey was conducted through a professional survey company from 25 October 
to 15 November 2016. This company recruited participants from their database, and participants 
received a nominal compensation for participation. Participants were recruited via email from 11 
regional areas in Australia that are strongly associated with mining as defined above in Section 3. 
Ethical approval of the study was provided by the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO) Human Social Research Ethics Committee. 
An initial sample of 1,811 viewed the survey link sent via email, and 1,300 (72%) 
individuals completed the full survey. Given that the focus of this research is on the engagement 
processes among mining companies and their stakeholders, participants were asked how many 
people they knew who work in the mining industry. Responses indicated that 250 (45%) knew 1-
2 people, 144 (26%) knew 3-5 people, 59 (11%) knew 6-10 people, 29 (5%) knew 11-20 people, 
and 78 (14%) knew more than 20 people who work in the mining industry. The survey was 
branched such that if participants indicated that they knew ‘no-one’ who worked in the mining 
industry, they did not answer the items described in the following section regarding Dialogue 
and Relationships. This step resulted in a filtered dataset with a sample size of 560 (43% of the 
original sample). In this subset, 248 (44%) are female and 312 (56%) are male; 36 (6%) were in 
the age group of 18-24 years, 102 (18%) were 25-34 years, 87 (16%) were 35-44 years, 91 (16%) 
were 45-54 years, 120 (21%) were 55-64, and 124 (22%) were 65 years or older. Education 
levels were as follows: 114 (20%) did not complete year 12, 95 (17%) completed year 12, 175 
(31%) had post-secondary qualification, 92 (16%) had an undergraduate degree, 74 (13%) had a 
postgraduate degree, and 10 (2%) preferred not to say. These demographics were approximately 
representative of the Australian population except for gender which is more representative of 
regional Australian populations associated with mining communities.
2.3 Scales and reliability
Cronbach’s alpha was used to evaluate the reliability of the scales and is indicated for each scale 
in the sections below. Most responses were provided on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
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disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Instances where scales differed are specified in the measures 
below. 
Dialogue
Participants were provided with the following definition of dialogue: “a two-way exchange 
between two or more people based on mutual respect and understanding, where all people 
involved are able to share their ideas, opinions or values while also listening to each other with 
an open mind.” Participants’ experiences of dialogue (α = 0.62) were measured by averaging 
four items developed for this study that asked participants to rate the extent to which they agree 
with the following statements: “Dialogue with the people I know who work in the mining 
industry is useful in producing mutually agreeable outcomes”, “Dialogue with the people I know 
who work in the mining industry is tokenistic and nothing ever comes of it” (reverse scored); “I 
am not given the support or information I need to engage fully in dialogue with those I know in 
the mining industry” (reverse scored); and “Dialogue with the people I know in the mining 
industry helps us to understand each other better”. 
Relationships
Relationships (α =0.80) were measured by averaging three items adapted from Hon and Grunig 
(1999), which asked participants to rate their level of agreement with the following statements: 
“The relationships I have with people who work in the mining industry are mutually beneficial”; 
“The people I know in the mining industry have kept their promises in the past”; and “I feel I 
have some control in my interactions with those I know in the mining industry”. 
Procedural fairness
The fairness of procedures used by the mining industry (α = 0.87) was measured by averaging 
three items drawn from Moffat and Zhang (2014), originally adapted from Tyler (2000). These 
items asked participants to rate the extent to which they agree with the following statements: 
“People in Australia have opportunities to participate in decisions about mining”; “The mining 
industry listens to and respects community opinions”; and “The mining industry is prepared to 
change its practices in response to community concerns”. 
Trust
Trust is a complex construct to measure with many possible contributing factors. This study 
relies on the interdisciplinary, integrative model of trust developed by Mayer, Davis, and 
Schoorman (1995) using three factors to measure trust – integrity, benevolence, and credibility – 
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
that have been extensively tested and cited in subsequent research. Three items (α = 0.95) were 
included from Moffat and Zhang (2014), adapted from Mayer et al. (1995): “To what extent do 
you trust the mining industry to act in the best interests of society?”; “To what extent do you 
trust the mining industry to act responsibly?”; “To what extent do you trust the mining industry 
to do what is right?” on a 5-point Likert scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much so). 
Social acceptance
Methodologically, ‘social acceptance’ of mining by relevant stakeholders, such as community 
members, can be used as a proxy metric for the historically accepted concept of ‘social licence to 
operate’ (Hall, 2014a; Moffat & Zhang, 2014; Zhang & Moffat, 2015; Zhang et al., 2015). A 
measure of social acceptance of mining at the community level (α = 0.94) was drawn from 
Moffat and Zhang (2014). Averaged responses were employed from four items in response to the 
question, “To what extent do you … Tolerate/Accept/Approve/Embrace mining in your 
community?” on a 5-point Likert scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much so). 
2.4 Analysis
SPSS software (Version 24) was used to calculate descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations. 
It was also used to perform reliability and factor analyses to create the constructs used to 
measure the above variables. AMOS software was employed to test the hypothesised model 
using path analysis. All variables in the dataset had less than 5% missing data; missing data were 
replaced with the variable’s mean across the remaining data. The goodness of fit of the proposed 
model was evaluated used the chi-square test, the comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit index 
(NFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). A satisfactory fit is indicated by 
a non-significant chi-square test, CFI ≥ 0.95, NFI ≥ 0.95, and RMSEA ≤ 0.06 (Hu & Bentler, 
1999; Kenny & McCoach, 2003). Bias-corrected bootstrapping was used to test for mediation 
with 1,000 bootstrap resamples to generate estimates and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of 
indirect effects. 
Comparative analyses were conducted with and without univariate outliers, where they 
existed for model variables, with no difference in results. Results reported below are those that 
exclude four univariate outliers. 
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3. Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics in Table 10 present the means, standard deviations (SD), and bivariate 
correlations among model variables. There were significant, positive correlations in the predicted 
direction among all variables. The means for trust and acceptance were 2.77 and 3.29 (on a 5-
point scale), respectively, indicating that participants responded, on average, ‘somewhat’ in 
relation to whether they felt that they could trust the mining industry and accept mining in their 
community. Means for perceptions of procedural fairness and dialogue were between ‘neither 
agree or disagree’ and ‘slightly agree’, indicating a low degree of agreement on each of those 
variables. The mean for relationships fell between ‘slightly agree’ and ‘agree’, indicating a 
greater level of agreement for perceptions of positive relationships between community members 
and company personnel at the individual level.
Table 10. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between factors measuring 
Australian community members’ perceptions of mining (N=560).
1 2 3 4 Mean (SD) Items Scale
1 Dialogue 4.71 (0.98) 1 - 7
2 Relationships .511* 5.13 (1.20) 1 - 7
3 Fairness .144* .344* 4.02 (1.49) 1 - 7
4 Trust .188* .413* .693* 2.77 (1.09) 1 - 5
5 Acceptance .208* .377* .498* .520* 3.29 (1.09) 1 - 5
Note *p < .05
The hypotheses outlined in Section 5.2 predicted dialogue flowing on to perceived fairness and 
perceived positive relationships, which were allowed to covary. They in turn were associated 
with trust and then acceptance; relationships and fairness were also associated directly with 
acceptance. These relationships were found to be an excellent fit for the data (χ2[2df] = .964, p = 
.618; CFI = 1.000, NFI = .999, RMSEA < .001). The model explained 33% of the variance in 
community level acceptance of mining and 52% of the variance in trust in mining. 
 Figure 1 presents this model with standardised path coefficients and significance levels. 
Dialogue significantly predicted both greater procedural fairness and stronger relationships, 
which in turn were each linked to increased trust. Procedural fairness and relationships were also 
both significantly and positively linked directly to acceptance. Trust significantly and positively 
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predicted acceptance (using the term ‘predicted’ in the statistical sense). Dialogue had a 
significant and positive indirect effect on trust through fairness (standardized indirect effect = 
.09, SE = .028, 95% CI: .035, .145) and through relationships (standardized indirect effect = 
.103, SE = .021, 95% CI: .066, .147). It is interesting to note that the model that was the most 
appropriate fit for the data did not include a direct effect between dialogue and trust in mining. 
Those factors were correlated positively and significantly in bivariate analyses, however (see 
Table 10). It is suggested that this lack of a direct effect, when other factors are taken into 
account, highlights the possibility that some dialogue is neutral or counter-productive. Put 
differently, when dialogue occurs without building relationships or perception of fairness, it does 
not appear to flow through to trust. 
Furthermore, dialogue positively and significantly affected acceptance, indirectly 
mediated through fairness and, in turn, trust (standardized indirect effect = .026, SE = .094, 95% 
CI: .011, .048). Dialogue also positively and significantly affected acceptance, indirectly 
mediated through relationships and, in turn, trust (standardized indirect effect = .028, SE = .076, 
95% CI: .015, .045). 
Consistent with the above, fairness significantly and positively influenced acceptance 
indirectly through trust (standardized indirect effect = .181, p = .002, 95% CI: .119, .247), and so 
did relationships (standardized indirect effect = .058, p = .001, 95% CI: .039, .088). 
Figure 1. Path model with standardised coefficients. * All paths are significant at p < .001
ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
The key findings of this model indicate that the more positive community members’ experiences 
of dialogue, the stronger their relationships with mining company personnel. Similarly, positive 
experiences of dialogue also resulted in an increase in perceptions that the procedures used by 
the mining industry were fair. These factors, fairness and relationships, mediated the effect that 
dialogue had in increasing trust in, and acceptance of, the mining industry. These findings 
provide empirical evidence for claims made previously in the context of social licence, which 
cite dialogue as a mechanism for building relationships, trust, and, more broadly, SLO.
These findings extend previous research on social acceptance of natural resource 
developments by providing an empirical link between dialogue as an engagement mechanism, 
and company-community relationships, as drivers of trust and acceptance. The links between 
dialogue and trust extend the findings of Moffat and Zhang (2014), who found that high quality 
contact among communities and companies led to increased trust and acceptance. Those authors 
also found that perceptions of fairness also led to increased trust and acceptance. Our results 
extend these findings to position dialogue, as one form of high quality contact, as a potential 
mechanism through which such perceived fairness, trust, and acceptance might be developed. 
Dialogue might thus be considered an integral aspect of community engagement strategies by 
mining companies seeking to build a stable SLO for themselves and their industry. 
Our findings also support the links between procedural fairness as a predictor of trust, 
and trust as a driver of acceptance, statistical relationships that have been established previously 
in similar contexts (e.g., Litmanen et al., 2016; Moffat & Zhang, 2014; Moffat et al., 2014; Ross 
et al., 2014). Building on similar studies, however, procedural fairness in the current context was 
found to predict community acceptance of mining directly – rather than being solely mediated 
through trust as was observed, for example, in Moffat and Zhang (2014). In other words, 
procedural fairness – with or without trust – was related to community acceptance of mining. 
These results in relation to dialogue, defined as a form of two-way communication, 
suggest that dialogue has an important impact in building of trust, fairness and relationships, as 
precursors to acceptance of resource developments. This finding makes sense should perceptions 
of these factors be conceptualised as being developed iteratively through multiple interactions 
over time. That is, dialogue can be seen to represent a process through which community 
members can assess and build trust, fairness, and the quality of relationships. Recognition of this 
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role for dialogue is significant given that relationships and trust are recognised as complex, and 
in high-stakes contexts such as contentious mining developments, they can be potentially fragile. 
This notion about the importance of dialogue is supported by previous, qualitative 
research examining engagement practitioners’ perceptions of dialogue. Mercer-Mapstone et al. 
(2017) found that relationships and trust were seen to be the top two most frequently experienced 
outcomes of dialogue in the context of SLO. Practitioners stated that the relationships resulting 
from dialogue are of higher quality than relationships built through other engagement 
mechanisms. One can conclude that both practitioners and community members see that where 
dialogue is of higher quality, so too are the relationships that can be built. From both 
perspectives – practitioners and community members – these relationships are seen to be directly 
related to trust. 
The notion that dialogue builds perceptions of fair procedures aligns with research in 
other contexts. Maoz (2001) argues for a dialogic reconceptualisation of fairness that envisions 
fairness as involving iterative opportunities for people to make their voices heard in, for 
example, decision-making processes. Such participation has been found to be particularly 
effective in enhancing perceptions of fairness when participants believe that their input will 
influence the outcome of the decisions (Shapiro & Brett, 1993). This characteristic of dialogue 
would be an important consideration in the design by mining companies of non-tokenistic and 
inclusive engagement strategies. The data are consistent with the proposition that the value of 
participation in dialogue comes in part from a person believing that their voice and their 
arguments are heard and considered with sincerity. 
It should be acknowledged that this study did not directly examine the impact of 
tokenistic dialogue or community engagement by mining companies. However, an important 
practical implication is that the nature of dialogue drives the development of perceptions of trust, 
fairness, relationships, and acceptance. The positive relationship between those factors presents 
evidence for the argument that ‘doing dialogue’ as a box-ticking exercise is not always enough in 
itself – that dialogue must also be perceived to be meaningful by participants. 
There are large bodies of pre-existing knowledge on dialogue – and what constitutes 
meaningful dialogue – from multiple disciplinary contexts and popular literatures. For example, 
past work has highlighted that transformative learning can occur individually and collaboratively 
through dialogue, resulting in insights that could not be achieved in isolation (Bohm, 1996; Stoll-
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Kleemann & Welp, 2006). Yet, what makes dialogue ‘meaningful’ in the context of SLO 
specifically is a new area of research. This study highlights that positive experiences of dialogue 
can drive social acceptance and thus indicates an area of focus for companies wishing to build a 
social licence. Company approaches to making dialogue constructive in the context of SLO can 
include: multiple forms of dialogue including informal (e.g., one-on-one) and formal strategies; 
approaching dialogue authentically rather than as a box-ticking exercise; ensuring that promises 
made in dialogue are kept; integrating flexibility into the dialogue process to facilitate co-
creation of outcomes; and being transparent and respectful (Mercer-Mapstone, Rifkin, Moffat, & 
Louis, in press). These strategies are not exhaustive but, in combination with the results of this 
study, highlight the ways in which experiences of company-community dialogue are central to 
social acceptance of mining and can serve to make the path toward a social licence to operate 
meaningful and democratic. This growing body of interdisciplinary knowledge, in combination, 
provides a useful platform on which to base the development of SLO engagement strategies that 
include meaningful dialogue as one key aspect.
4. Study Limitations and Future Research
Our results indicate support for the hypotheses, but several limitations must be acknowledged. 
For example, causality is inferred here based on theory and previous research; yet the data are 
correlational and, as such, reverse causal pathways are also possible. It could be that 
relationships are needed for dialogue to take hold, or there could be a two-way interaction, where 
relations and dialogue mutually influence one another. For example, when acceptance of mining 
is high, a particular dialogue may be evaluated more positively, and companies may be given the 
benefit of the doubt regarding perceived fairness when behaviour is ambiguous. Longitudinal 
and experimental data could test these complexities and extend, or refute, the present model.
Conceptualising these variables as distinct is appropriate in light of previous theory and 
research as well as the reliability analyses. Yet, other researchers might be interested in refining 
the model or measures to compare the impact of various dimensions of trust (Mayer et al., 1995) 
or of dialogue, or of acceptance, and so on. One point worth noting in this context is that the 
dialogue measure was of moderate reliability. Future studies would be valuable in refining these 
measures to increase their reliability. Similarly, future survey research might also consider the 
extent to which a better screening question would distinguish between survey respondents who 
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had been engaged with formally by the company and those who knew of mining company 
engagement tangentially. Better screening would also eliminate confusion introduced by 
including interpersonal relations with company workers as friends and neighbours (for further 
reading, see Frantál, 2016).  
Other factors have been shown to drive trust and acceptance in similar contexts, 
including: social identity (e.g., Ross et al., 2014); legitimacy and credibility (e.g., Jijelava & 
Vanclay, 2017); governance capacity and distributive fairness (e.g., Moffat et al., 2014); 
perceptions of impacts and familiarity with mining (e.g., Litmanen et al., 2016); and perceived 
risk (Eiser et al., 2002; Huijts et al., 2012; Siegrist, 2000). Future research will be important in 
examining how the factors examined here interact with these other factors in the context of SLO. 
Future research also could usefully tease apart the inherent complexity that comes with 
measuring perceptions by looking at the functional ties between dialogue, relationships, and 
those other factors that influence trust and acceptance that were not tested for here. Such research 
would help to paint a more holistic picture of SLO in the NRM context. It would also be of value 
for future research to test this model in other NRM contexts, such as renewable or nuclear 
energy, and in other country contexts outside Australia. This latter point will be particularly 
important given that previous research indicates that the importance of factors that drive trust and 
acceptance of mining differs across different political and socioeconomic systems (Zhang et al., 
2015).
5. Conclusion
This study developed and tested – via analysis of data from 560 completed surveys – a model for 
social acceptance of mining in communities across 11 regions of Australia. Key findings indicate 
that positive experiences of dialogue by community members lead to stronger relationships with 
mining company personnel, increased perceptions of procedural fairness, then indirectly, trust in 
- and social acceptance of - the mining industry. These findings contribute to the study of social 
licence by integrating, and supporting with community survey data, claims by expert 
practitioners who cite dialogue as a mechanism for building relationships, trust, and, more 
broadly, SLO. 
A gap in research identified in the introduction of this article – that is, the under-
exploration of the role of company-community dialogue in relation to factors influencing social 
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acceptance – has been addressed. These factors – dialogue, relationships, perceptions of 
procedural fairness, and trust - are highlighted to be central to the development of social 
acceptance of mining. This study offers an integrative model developed by quantitatively 
exploring the links between community members’ experiences of dialogue and factors that 
influence the acceptance of mining developments in Australia. This study thus provides evidence 
into how an engagement strategy can influence the development of a social licence.
Low to moderate perceptions of all factors surveyed that contribute to community 
acceptance indicate that there is space to improve on aspects of company-community 
relationships across the studied regions. This result suggests that mining industries might 
reconsider their selection of methods for meaningfully engaging with local mining communities. 
These results indicate that the industry and individual companies can go astray with stakeholder 
engagement strategies by missing key factors and essential steps. It has been argued that SLO 
needs to be reconceptualised as a collaborative, relationship-building process rather than as a 
singular bid for approval. Along these lines of iteratively building relationships, fairness, and 
trust - which have so often been cited to form the foundation of a stable social licence, results 
from the current study imply that an effective starting point is dialogue. 
The role of dialogue in engagement strategies should thus be a central consideration for 
companies wishing to develop and sustain a social licence. The nature of this dialogue, as 
indicated by the results of this study, will be integral in building trust in a company, company-
community relationships, decision-making procedures that are perceived as fair, and social 
acceptance. Therefore, companies should consider tangible ‘best practice’ approaches for making 
these dialogue experiences meaningful and positive for participants. 
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